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(57) ABSTRACT

Methods, apparatus, and systems for enhancing communica-
tion between compute resources and networks in a micro-
server environment. Micro-server modules configured to be
installed in a server chassis include a plurality of processor
subsystems coupled in communication to a shared Network
Interface Controller (NIC) via PCle links. The shared NIC
includes at least one Ethernet port and a PCle block including
a shared PCle interface having a first number of lanes. The
PCle lines between the processor sub-systems and the shared
PCle interface employ a number of lanes that is less than the
first number of lanes, and during operation of the micro-
server module, the shared NIC is configured to enable each
processor sub-system to access the at least one Ethernet port
using the PCle link between that processor sub-system and
the shared PCle block on the shared NIC.
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1
METHODS AND APPARATUS FOR SHARING
A NETWORK INTERFACE CONTROLLER

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The field of invention relates generally to computer sys-
tems and, more specifically but not exclusively relates to
techniques for enhancing communication between compute
resources and networks in a micro-server environment.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Ever since the introduction of the microprocessor, com-
puter systems have been getting faster and faster. In approxi-
mate accordance with Moore’s law (based on Intel® Corpo-
ration co-founder Gordon Moore’s 1965 publication
predicting the number of transistors on integrated circuits to
double every two years), the speed increase has shot upward
at a fairly even rate for nearly four decades. At the same time,
the size of both memory and non-volatile storage has also
steadily increased, such that many oftoday’s servers are more
powerful than supercomputers from just 10-15 years ago. In
addition, the speed of network communications has likewise
seen astronomical increases.

Increases in processor speeds, memory, storage, and net-
work bandwidth technologies have lead to the build-out and
deployment of networks and on-line resources with substan-
tial processing and storage capacities. More recently, the
introduction of cloud-based services, such as those provided
by Amazon (e.g., Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud (EC2) and
Simple Storage Service (S3)) and Microsoft (e.g., Azure and
Office 365) has resulted in additional network build-out for
public network infrastructure in addition to the deployment of
massive data centers to support these services through use of
private network infrastructure.

A common data center deployment includes a large num-
ber of server racks, each housing multiple rack-mounted serv-
ers or blade server chassis. Communications between the
rack-mounted servers is typically facilitated using the Ether-
net (IEEE 802.3) protocol over wire cable connections. In
addition to the option of using wire cables, blade servers may
be configured to support communication between blades in a
blade server rack or chassis over an electrical backplane or
mid-plane interconnect. In addition to these server configu-
rations, recent architectures include use of arrays of proces-
sors to support massively parallel computations, as well as
aggregation of many small “micro-servers” to create compute
clusters within a single chassis or rack.

Various approaches have been used to support connectivity
between computing resources in high-density server/cluster
environments. For example, under a common approach, each
server includes a network port that is connected to an external
central switch using a wire cable Ethernet link. This solution
requires a lot of external connections and requires a network
interface controller (NIC) for each micro-server CPU (central
processing unit, also referred to herein as a processor). This
also increases the latency of traffic within the local CPUs
compared with others approaches. As use herein, a NIC com-
prises a component configured to support communications
over a computer network, and includes a Physical (PHY)
interface and support for facilitating Media Access Control
(MAC) layer functionality.

One approach as applied to blade servers is shown in FIG.
la. Each of a plurality of server blades 100 is coupled to a
backplane 102 via mating board connectors 104 and back-
plane connectors 106. Similarly, each of Ethernet switch
blades 108 and 110 is coupled to backplane 102 via mating
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connectors 112. In this example, each server blade includes a
pair of CPUs 114a and 1145 coupled to respective memories
1164 and 1165. Each CPU also has its own PCle Root Com-
plex (RC) and NIC, as depicted by PCle RCs 118a and 1185
and NICs 120q and 1205. Meanwhile, each Ethernet switch
blade includes an Ethernet switch logic block 122 comprising
logic and circuitry for supporting an Ethernet switch function
that is coupled to a plurality of Ethernet ports 124 and con-
nector pins on connector 112.

During operation, Ethernet signals are transmitted from
NICs 1204 and 1205 of the plurality of server blades 100 via
wiring in backplane 102 to Ethernet switch blades 108 and
110, which perform both an Ethernet switching function for
communication between CPUs within the blade server and
facilitate Ethernet links to external networks and/or other
blade servers. NICs 120a and 1205 are further configured to
receive switched Ethernet traffic from Ethernet switch blades
108 and 110.

FIG. 156 shows an augmentation to the approach of FIG. 1a
under which PCle signals are sent over wiring in backplane
102 rather than Ethernet signals. Under this configuration,
each of a plurality of server blades 130 includes one or more
CPUs 132 coupled to memory 134. The CPU(s) 132 are
coupled to a PCle Root Complex 136, which includes one or
more Root Ports (not shown) coupled to connector pins in a
connector 138. Meanwhile, each of Ethernet switch blades
140 and 142 includes an Ethernet switch logic block 144
coupled to a plurality of Ethernet ports 146 and a PCle switch
logic block 148 coupled to connector pins on a connector 150.

Another approach incorporates a fabric with the local
micro-server CPUs by providing dedicated connections
between the local micro-server CPUs and uplinks from each
micro-server CPU to a central switch. This solves the latency
problem, but requires inter micro-server CPU connectivity
and a large number of uplinks. This approach may be aug-
mented by providing dedicated connections between the
CPUs and providing uplinks only from some servers, while
other servers access the network through the fabric. This
solves the connectivity problem but increases latency. Both
solutions using a fabric also require a dedicated protocol or
packet encapsulation to control the traffic within the fabric.

To address some communication aspects of virtualization
on server blades, PCI-SIG® (Peripheral Component Inter-
connect—Special Interest Group) created the Multi-Root [/O
Virtualization (MR-IOV) specification, which defines exten-
sions to the PCI Express (PCle) specification suite to enable
multiple non-coherent Root Complexes (RCs) to share PCI
hardware resources across blades. Under the MR-IOV
approach, a NIC is configured to share its network interface
among different virtual machines (VMs) running on host
processors, requiring use of one or more additional MR-IOV
switches capable of connecting to different data planes.

Yet another approach is to employ distributed switching.
Under distributed switching, micro-server CPU’s are con-
nected to each other with interconnect links (such as via a
ring, torus, 3-D torus etc., topology), with a few uplinks
within the topology for reaching an external network. Dis-
tributed switching solves some connectivity issues common
to star topologies, but adds significant latency to the data
transfer. Additionally, data transmissions often require blocks
of data to be sent along a path with many hops (i.e., through
adjacent micro-server CPUs using a ring or torus topology),
resulting in substantial waste of power.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing aspects and many of the attendant advan-
tages of this invention will become more readily appreciated
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as the same becomes better understood by reference to the
following detailed description, when taken in conjunction
with the accompanying drawings, wherein like reference
numerals refer to like parts throughout the various views
unless otherwise specified:

FIGS. 1a and 15 are block diagrams illustrating two con-
ventional approaches for facilitating communication between
processors on different blades in a blade server environment
employing an internet network;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an architecture that
enables multiple micro-servers to share access to networking
facilities provided by a shared NIC, according to one embodi-
ment;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating details of layers in a
multi-layer architecture corresponding to the shared NIC of
FIG. 2, according to one embodiment;

FIG. 4 is a combined schematic and block diagram illus-
trating one embodiment of a micro-server module employing
four micro-servers that share access to a shared NIC;

FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating details of selected
components for a System on a Chip that may be implemented
in the processor sub-systems of the micro-server module of
FIG. 4;

FIGS. 6a, 6b, and 6¢ illustrate exemplary micro-server
processor sub-system to shared PCle interface configura-
tions, wherein FIG. 6a depicts a configuration employing
four SoCs using four PCle x1 links, FIG. 65 depicts a con-
figuration employing four SoCs using four PCle x2 links, and
FIG. 6c depicts a configuration employing eight SoCs using
eight PCle x1 links;

FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram illustrating a system con-
figuration under which multiple micro-server modules are
configured to implement a distributed switching scheme
using a ring network architecture; and

FIGS. 8a and 85 illustrate exemplary micro-server chassis
and micro-server module configurations that may be
employed to implement aspects of the embodiments dis-
closed herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments of methods, apparatus, and systems for
enhancing communication between compute resources and
networks in a micro-server environment. In the following
description, numerous specific details are set forth to provide
a thorough understanding of embodiments of the invention.
One skilled in the relevant art will recognize, however, that
the invention can be practiced without one or more of the
specific details, or with other methods, components, materi-
als, etc. In other instances, well-known structures, materials,
or operations are not shown or described in detail to avoid
obscuring aspects of the invention.

Reference throughout this specification to “one embodi-
ment” or “an embodiment” means that a particular feature,
structure, or characteristic described in connection with the
embodiment is included in at least one embodiment of the
present invention. Thus, the appearances of the phrases “in
one embodiment” or “in an embodiment” in various places
throughout this specification are not necessarily all referring
to the same embodiment. Furthermore, the particular fea-
tures, structures, or characteristics may be combined in any
suitable manner in one or more embodiments.

In accordance with aspects of the following embodiments,
a shared Ethernet NIC scheme is disclosed that facilitates
communication between micro-servers using independent
PCle uplinks, each composed from one or more PCle lanes.
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Each micro-server is exposed to at least one PCle function
that can access one or more of the NIC’s ports. In one embodi-
ment, switching between the functions is done within the NIC
using a Virtual Ethernet Bridging (VEB) switch. This func-
tionality is facilitated, in part, through a multi-layer interface
including one or more abstraction layers that facilitate inde-
pendent access by each of the micro-servers to the shared NIC
functions including Ethernet access.

An exemplary micro-server module architecture 200
according to one embodiment is shown in FIG. 2. A plurality
of micro-servers 202a-n, each comprising a CPU (or proces-
sor) subsystem 204m coupled to a memory 206, is coupled
to a shared NIC 208 via one or more PCle lanes 210m
received at a shared PCle interface 212 of a PCle block 214 in
the NIC. For example, micro-server 202a comprises a CPU
subsystem 204a and a memory 206a, while micro-server
2025 comprises a CPU subsystem 2045 and memory 2065.
Shared NIC 208 is coupled to one or more Ethernet ports 216.
In one embodiment, a shared Board Management Controller
(BMC) 218 is also coupled to shared NIC 208, and shared
NIC 208 includes logic to enable forwarding between each of
the micro-servers and BMC 218.

In general, the number of micro-servers n that may be
supported by shared NIC 208 is two or greater. In one embodi-
ment employing single PCle lanes, the maximum value for n
may be equal to the PCle maximum lane width employed for
a PCle connection between a micro-servers 202 and NIC 208,
such as n=8 for a single PCle x8 interface or n=16 for a PCle
x16 interface. For example, a NIC with an x8 (i.e., 8 lane)
PCIE Gen 3 (3"? generation) PCle interface can be divided to
support up to 8 single PCle interfaces, each employing a
single lane providing up to 8 Gbps full duplex bandwidth to
each micro-server. Of course, when multiple lanes are used
for a single link between a micro-server 202 and shared NIC
208, the number of micro-servers that may be supported by a
given shared NIC will be reduced. As another option, the
assignment of lanes between processors and a shared NIC
may be asymmetric (e.g., 2 lanes for one processor, 1 lane for
another).

FIG. 3 illustrates further details of PCle block 214, accord-
ing to one embodiment. The multi-level architecture includes
a multiple lane PCle PHY layer 300, single lane PCle PHY
layers 3024, 3025, 302¢ and 3027, a multiplexer (mux) 304,
link layers 306a, 3065, 306c, and 3067, transaction layers
308a, 3085, 308¢ and 308%, a PCI link to function mapping
layer 310, PCle functions 312, 314, 316, and 318, and shared
NIC logic 320 including a Virtual Ethernet Bridge (VEB)
switch 322. Accordingly, the architecture exposes multiple
PCle PHY (Physical), link, and transaction layers to the
micro-servers via a respective PCle link using a single PCle
lane. In order to allow conventional usage of the NIC (i.e., as
a dedicated NIC for a single micro-server), mux 304 may be
configured to connect signals from multiple lane PCle PHY
layer 300 to link layer 3064, thus facilitating use of a multiple
lane PCle link between a micro-server and the NIC. More-
over, although shown a connection one single lane PCle PHY
layer block, mux circuitry may be configured to support
multi-lane PCle links between one or more micro-servers and
the NIC.

PCle link to function mapping layer 310 operates as an
abstraction layer that enables access from any micro-serverto
any of PCle functions 312, 314, 316, and 318. Although
depicted as four PCle functions, it will be understood that this
is merely one example, as various numbers of PCle functions
may be implemented at the PCle function layer, and the
number of PCle functions may generally be independent of
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the number of micro-servers sharing a NIC. In general, a PCle
function may include any function provided by a PCle device.

Shared NIC logic 320 is configured to enable the PCle
functions to share access to corresponding NIC facilities,
such as access to network ports and associated logic (e.g.,
network layers including an Ethernet PHY layer and buffers)
for transmitting and receiving Ethernet traffic. It also includes
logic for switching between PCle functions and NIC func-
tions. In one embodiment, switching between the functions is
done within shared NIC logic 320 using VEB switch 322.
Under this scheme, the sharing of the NIC resources (such as
Ethernet ports and shared BMC 216) may be implemented
through the same or similar techniques employed for sharing
NICresources with System Images under the SR-IOV (Single
Root-1/0 Virtualization) model.

When receiving packets from one of PCle functions 312,
314,316, or 318, shared NIC logic 320 will look up the header
of'the packet and decide if the packet destination is one of the
other PCI functions, the network, or both. Shared NIC logic
320 may also be configured to replicate packets to multiple
functions for broadcast or multicast received packets,
depending on the particular implementation features and des-
ignated functions.

According to some aspects, the logic employed by PCle
block 214 is similar to logic employed in virtualized systems
to support virtual machine (VM) to VM switching within a
single server. Under a conventional approach, a server runs a
single instance of an operating system directly on physical
hardware resources, such as the CPU, RAM, storage devices
(e.g., hard disk), network controllers, 1/O ports, etc. Under a
virtualized approach, the physical hardware resources are
apportioned to support corresponding virtual resources, such
that multiple System Images (SIs) may run on the server’s
physical hardware resources, wherein each SI includes its
own CPU allocation, memory allocation, storage devices,
network controllers, I/O ports etc. Moreover, through use of a
virtual machine manager (VMM) or “hypervisor,” the virtual
resources can be dynamically allocated while the server is
running, enabling VM instances to be added, shut down, or
repurposed without requiring the server to be shut down.

In view of the foregoing, the micro-server systems
described herein may be configured to implement a virtual-
ized environment hosting SIs on VMs running on micro-
server CPUs. For example, a given micro-server depicted in
the figures herein may be employed to host a single operating
system instance, or may be configured to host multiple SIs
through use of applicable virtualization components. Under
such implementation environments, the same or similar logic
may be used to switch traffic between micro-servers and VMs
running on micro-servers within the same system.

This technique is similar in performance to an MR-IOV
implementation, but doesn’t require an MR-IOV switch or
deployment (management) of MR-IOV requiring one of the
servers to act as the owner of the MR-IOV programming. The
technique provides latency similar to that available with a
dedicated NIC (per each micro-server) and employs a single
set of uplink ports. Moreover, the technique does not require
any special network configuration for the internal fabric and
may be used with existing operating systems.

A micro-system module 400 configured to facilitate an
exemplary implementation of the techniques and logic illus-
trated in the embodiments of FIGS. 2 and 3 is shown in FIG.
4. Micro-system module 400 includes four CPU subsystems
comprising Systems on a Chip (SoCs) 4024, 4025, 402¢, and
402d, each coupled to respective memories 404a, 4045, 404c,
and 404d. Each of SoCs 4024, 40254, 402¢, and 4024 is also
communicatively coupled to shared a NIC 208 via a respec-
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tive PCle link. Each of SoCs 402a, 4025, 402¢, and 4024 also
has access to an instruction storage device that contains
instructions used to execute on the processing cores of the
SoC. Generally, these instructions may include both firmware
and software instructions, and may be stored in either single
devices for a module, as depicted by a firmware storage
device 406 and a Solid State Drive (SSD) 408, or each SoC
may have its own local firmware storage device and/or local
software storage device. As another option, software instruc-
tions may be stored on one or more mass storage modules and
accessed via an internal network during module initialization
and/or ongoing operations.

Each of the illustrated components are mounted either
directly or via an applicable socket or connector to a printed
circuit board (PCB) 410 including wiring (e.g., layout traces)
facilitating transfer of signals between the components. This
wiring includes signal paths for facilitating communication
over each of the PCle links depicted in FIG. 4. PCB 410 also
includes wiring for connecting selected components to cor-
responding pin traces on an edge connector 412. In one
embodiment, edge connector 412 comprises a PCle edge
connector, although this is merely illustrative of one type of
edge connector configuration and is not to be limiting. In
addition to an edge connector, an arrayed pin connector may
be used, and the orientation of the connector on the bottom of
PCB 410 in FIG. 4 is exemplary, as an edge or arrayed pin
connector may be located at the end of the PCB.

An exemplary architecture for a micro-server 202 employ-
ing an SoC 402 is shown in FIG. 5. SoC 402 is generally
representative of various types of processors employing a
System on a Chip architecture, such as processors manufac-
tured by Intel® Corporation, Advanced Micro Devices®,
Samsung®, IBM®, Sun Microsystems® and others. In one
embodiment, SoC 402 comprises an Intel® Atom® proces-
sor. SoC 402 generally may also employ various processor
instruction set architecture, including x86, IA-32, and ARM-
based architectures.

In the illustrated embodiment depicting selected compo-
nents, SoC 402 includes a pair of processor cores 500a and
5006 coupled to a memory controller 502 and to an [/O
module 504 including a PCI Root Complex 506. The illustra-
tion of two processor cores is merely exemplary, as an SoC
may employ one or more processor cores, such as 2, 4,8, 12,
etc. SoC 402 also includes an 8 lane PCle interface 508
comprising four 1x2 PCle blocks 510, which may be config-
ured as 8 single lanes, four PCle x2 interfaces, two PCle x4
interfaces, or a single PCle x8 interface. In addition, some
embodiments may employ multiple PCl interfaces, including
PCle interfaces with a different number of lanes than PCle
interface 508.

Memory controller 502 is used to provide access to
dynamic random access memory (DRAM), configured as one
or more memory modules, such as SODIMMs 512 depicted
in FIG. 5. /O module 504 is illustrative of various Input/
Output interfaces provided by SoC 402, and includes 1/O
interfaces for accessing a firmware storage device 406 and an
SSD 408. Also depicted is an optional configuration under
which instructions for facilitating micro-server processing
operations are loaded from an instruction store 514 via a
network 516. In some embodiments, various 1/O interfaces
may be separated out, such as through use of a legacy I/O
interface (not shown). Generally, SSD 408 is representative of
a housed SSD device, an SSD module, or a block of non-
volatile memory including applicable interface circuitry to be
operated as a solid state mass storage device or the like. In
addition to access to DRAM, a second memory controller
may be provided to access SRAM (not shown).
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Generally, various combinations of micro-server processor
sub-systems and PCle link widths may be used to implement
access to a shared NIC. For instance, three exemplary con-
figurations are shown in FIGS. 6a, 65, and 6c. In the configu-
ration of FIG. 6a, four processor sub-systems comprising
SoC’s 402a-d are linked in communication with a shared NIC
208aq via four PCle x1 (i.e., single-lane PCle) links that are
received by a shared PCle interface 212a comprising a PCle
x4 or x8 interface. In the configuration of FIG. 65, four
processor sub-systems comprising SoC’s 402a-d are linked
in communication with a shared NIC 2085 via four PCle x2
(i.e., two-lane PCle) links that are received by a shared PCle
interface 212a comprising a PCle x8 interface. In the con-
figuration of FIG. 64, eight processor sub-systems compris-
ing SoC’s 4024a-g are linked in communication with a shared
NIC 208¢ via eight PCle x1 links that are received by a shared
PCle 8x interface 212c.

In addition to the embodiments illustrated in FIGS. 6a, 65,
and 6c¢, other configurations may be implemented in accor-
dance with the following parameters. First, the aggregated
widths of the PCle links between the processor sub-systems
(e.g., SoCs) and the shared PCle interface(s) is less than or
equal to the combined lane widths of the shared PCle inter-
face(s). For example, a shared PCle interface could comprise
a single PCle x8 interface or two PCle x4 interfaces, each of
which has a combined width of 8 lanes. Accordingly, this
shared PCle interface configuration could be shared among
up to 8 processor sub-systems employing PCle x1 links.
There is no requirement that all of the lane widths of the PCle
links between the processor sub-systems and the shared PCle
interface(s) be the same, although this condition may be
implemented. Also, the number of processor sub-systems that
are enabled to employ a wider multiplexed PCle link via a
mux similar to the scheme shown in FIG. 2 may range from
none to all. Moreover, the PCle link width under a multi-
plexed configuration may be less than or equal to the lane
width of the corresponding shared PCle interface it connects
to. For example, a multiplexed PCle link of 4x could be
received at a shared PCle interface of 4x or higher. Further-
more, in addition to employing one or more shared PCle
interfaces, a shared NIC may employ one or more dedicated
PCle interfaces (not shown in the embodiments herein).

Under some embodiments, a clustered micro-server sys-
tem may be configured to employ a combination of NIC
sharing and distributed switching. For example, the micro-
server CPUs on a blade may be configured to share a NIC that
is further configured to perform switching operations, such
that the NIC/switches may be connected via a ring or a Torus/
3-D Torus combination network node configuration. For
instance, a clustered system of micro-servers 202 on modules
700a-m configured to implement a ring switching scheme is
shown in FIG. 7. Each of modules 700a-m includes a respec-
tive shared NIC with switch engine logic block 702a-m. The
shared NIC with switch engine block logic employs similar
logic to shared NIC 208 for facilitating NIC sharing opera-
tion, while further adding switching functionality similar to
that implemented by Ethernet switch blocks in ring-type net-
work architectures. As illustrated, the network packets may
be transferred in either direction (e.g., by employing ports
according to a shortest path route to between a sending mod-
ule and a destination module. In addition, packet encapsula-
tion and/or tagging may be employed for detecting (and
removing) self-forwarded packets. Moreover, selected ports
on one or more modules may be configured as uplink ports
that facilitate access to external networks, such as depicted by
the two uplink ports for module 700:.
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Aspects of the embodiments described above may be
implemented to facilitate a clustered server system within a
single rack-mountable chassis. For example, two exemplary
configurations are illustrated in FIGS. 84 and 854. In further
detail, FIG. 8a depicts a 4U micro-server chassis 800 config-
ured to employ a plurality micro-server modules 802 and
server modules 804. When installed in their respective slots,
micro-server modules 802 and server modules 804 are con-
nected to a mid-plane that is located approximately mid-
depth in chassis 800 (not shown). The mid-plane includes
wiring, circuitry, and connectors for facilitating communica-
tion between components on the module PCBs (e.g., blades),
such as micro-server CPUs and server SoCs. In one embodi-
ment, micro-server modules 802 are similar to micro-server
module 400, but employ a rear connector and are configured
to be installed horizontally as opposed to being installed
vertically from the top. Server module 804 is depicted as
employing a larger SoC such as an Intel® Xeon® processor,
as compared with a micro-server CPU (e.g., Intel® Atom®
processor) employed for micro-server module 802. In one
embodiment, the slot width for server module 804 is twice the
slot width used for micro-server module 802. In addition to
micro-server and server modules, other type of modules and
devices may be installed in chassis 800, such as Ethernet
switch modules and hot-swap storage devices (the latter of
which are installed from the opposite side of chassis 800
depicted in FIG. 8a).

FIG. 8b shows a 4U chassis 850 in which micro-server
modules 852 and server modules 854 are installed from the
top, whereby the modules” PCB edge connectors are installed
in corresponding slots in a baseboard disposed at the bottom
of'the chassis (not shown). Generally, the baseboard for chas-
sis 850 performs a similar function to the mid-plane in chassis
800. In addition, the server configuration shown in FIG. 85
may further employ a mezzanine board (also not shown) that
is configured to facilitate additional communication func-
tions. In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 85, the slot width
for server modules 854 is twice the slot width for micro-
server modules 852. Chassis 850 also is configured to house
other types of modules and devices, such as Ethernet switch
modules and hot-swap storage devices.

Both the micro-server system configurations shown in
FIGS. 8a and 86 facilitate the implementation of a server
cluster within a single rack-mountable chassis. Moreover, the
user of micro-server CPU subsystems in combination with
shared NICs and optional Ethernet switching functionality on
the micro-server modules enables a very high density cluster
of compute elements to be implemented in a manner that
provides enhanced processing capabilities and reduced
power compared with conventional rack and blade server
architectures. Such systems are well-suited for various types
of parallel processing operations, such as Map-Reduce pro-
cessing. However, they are not limited to parallel processing
operation, but may also be employed for a wide variety of
processing purposes, such as hosting various cloud-based
services.

Although some embodiments have been described in ref-
erence to particular implementations, other implementations
are possible according to some embodiments. Additionally,
the arrangement and/or order of elements or other features
illustrated in the drawings and/or described herein need not be
arranged in the particular way illustrated and described.
Many other arrangements are possible according to some
embodiments.

In each system shown in a figure, the elements in some
cases may each have a same reference number or a different
reference number to suggest that the elements represented
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could be different and/or similar. However, an element may
be flexible enough to have different implementations and
work with some or all of the systems shown or described
herein. The various elements shown in the figures may be the
same or different. Which one is referred to as a first element
and which is called a second element is arbitrary.

In the description and claims, the terms “coupled” and
“connected,” along with their derivatives, may be used. It
should be understood that these terms are not intended as
synonyms for each other. Rather, in particular embodiments,
“connected” may be used to indicate that two or more ele-
ments are in direct physical or electrical contact with each
other. “Coupled” may mean that two or more elements are in
direct physical or electrical contact. However, “coupled” may
also mean that two or more elements are not in direct contact
with each other, but yet still co-operate or interact with each
other.

An embodiment is an implementation or example of the
inventions. Reference in the specification to “an embodi-
ment,” “one embodiment,” “some embodiments,” or “other
embodiments” means that a particular feature, structure, or
characteristic described in connection with the embodiments
is included in at least some embodiments, but not necessarily
all embodiments, of the inventions. The various appearances
“an embodiment,” “one embodiment,” or “some embodi-
ments” are not necessarily all referring to the same embodi-
ments.

Not all components, features, structures, characteristics,
etc. described and illustrated herein need be included in a
particular embodiment or embodiments. If the specification
states a component, feature, structure, or characteristic
“may”, “might”, “can” or “could” be included, for example,
that particular component, feature, structure, or characteristic
is not required to be included. If the specification or claim
refers to “a” or “an” element, that does not mean there is only
one of the element. If the specification or claims refer to “an
additional” element, that does not preclude there being more
than one of the additional element.

As discussed above, various aspects of the embodiments
herein may be facilitated by corresponding software and/or
firmware components and applications, such as software run-
ning on a server or firmware executed by an embedded pro-
cessor on a network element. Thus, embodiments of this
invention may be used as or to support a software program,
software modules, firmware, and/or distributed software
executed upon some form of processing core (such as the
CPU of a computer, one or more cores of a multi-core pro-
cessor), a virtual machine running on a processor or core or
otherwise implemented or realized upon or within a machine-
readable medium. A machine-readable medium includes any
mechanism for storing or transmitting information in a form
readable by a machine (e.g., a computer). For example, a
machine-readable medium may include a read only memory
(ROM); a random access memory (RAM); a magnetic disk
storage media; an optical storage media; and a flash memory
device, etc.

The above description of illustrated embodiments of the
invention, including what is described in the Abstract, is not
intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to the
precise forms disclosed. While specific embodiments of, and
examples for, the invention are described herein for illustra-
tive purposes, various equivalent modifications are possible
within the scope of the invention, as those skilled in the
relevant art will recognize.

These modifications can be made to the invention in light of
the above detailed description. The terms used in the follow-
ing claims should not be construed to limit the invention to the
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specific embodiments disclosed in the specification and the
drawings. Rather, the scope of the invention is to be deter-
mined entirely by the following claims, which are to be con-
strued in accordance with established doctrines of claim inter-
pretation.

What is claimed is:

1. A micro-server module, comprising:

a printed circuit board (PCB), having a connector and
plurality of components mounted thereon or operatively
coupled thereto interconnected via wiring on the PCB,
the components including,

a plurality of processor sub-systems, each including a pro-
cessor coupled to memory and including at least one
PCle (Peripheral Component Interconnect Express)
interface and configured to be logically implemented as
a micro-server; and

a shared Network Interface Controller (NIC), including at
least one Ethernet port and a PCle block including a
shared PCle interface having a first number of lanes,

wherein the PCB includes wiring for facilitating a PCle
link between a PCle interface for each processor sub-
system and the shared PCle interface on the shared NIC,
each of the PCle links having a number of lanes that is
less than the first number of lanes, and wherein, during
operation of the micro-server module, the shared NIC is
configured to enable each processor sub-system to
access the at least one Ethernet port using the PCle link
between that processor sub-system and the shared PCle
interface on the shared NIC,

wherein the shared PCle block comprises a multi-layer
interface including, for each PCle link, a PCle physical
(PHY) layer, a link layer, and a transaction layer, and
wherein the shared PCle block further includes a mul-
tiple lane PCle PHY layer and a multiplexer that is
configured to multiplex signals from the multiple lane
PCle PHY layer and a PCle PHY layer associated with
a PCle link to a link layer associated with the PCle link.

2. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein the total
number of lanes for the PCle links equals the first number of
lanes.

3. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein at least one
of'the PCle links employs a single lane.

4. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein each ofthe
PCle links employs a single lane.

5. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein each pro-
cessor sub-system comprises a System on a Chip.

6. The micro-server module of claim 1, further comprising
a Board Management Controller (BMC) coupled to the
shared NIC, wherein the shared NIC is configured to provided
shared access between the BMC and the plurality of proces-
sor sub-systems.

7. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein the PCB
connector comprises a PCle edge connector.

8. The micro-server module of claim 1, wherein the shared
NIC includes at least two Ethernet ports and is further con-
figured to support a distributed switching function.

9. The micro-server module of claim 8, wherein the dis-
tributed switching function includes logic for determining
whether a packet received at a first Ethernet port is destined
for one of the plurality of micro-servers, and if it is not,
forwarding the packet out of a second Ethernet port.

10. A micro-server module, comprising:

a printed circuit board (PCB), having a connector and
plurality of components mounted thereon or operatively
coupled thereto interconnected via wiring on the PCB,
the components including,
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aplurality of processor sub-systems, each including a pro-
cessor coupled to memory and including at least one
PCle (Peripheral Component Interconnect Express)
interface and configured to be logically implemented as
a micro-server; and

a shared Network Interface Controller (NIC), including at
least one Ethernet port and a PCle block including a
shared PCle interface having a first number of lanes,

wherein the PCB includes wiring for facilitating a PCle
link between a PCle interface for each processor sub-
system and the shared PCle interface on the shared NIC,
each of the PCle links having a number of lanes that is
less than the first number of lanes, and wherein, during
operation of the micro-server module, the shared NIC is
configured to enable each processor sub-system to
access the at least one Ethernet port using the PCle link
between that processor sub-system and the shared PCle
interface on the shared NIC,

wherein the shared PCle block comprises a multi-layer
interface including, for each PCle link, a PCle physical
(PHY) layer, a link layer, and a transaction layer, and
wherein the multi-layer interface further comprises a
PCI link to function mapping layer and a PCle function
layer including a plurality of PCle functions.

11. The micro-server module of claim 10, wherein the
multi-layer interface further comprises shared NIC logic
layer configured to share access between PCle functions and
Ethernet functions provided by the shared NIC.

12. A micro-server system comprising:

a chassis having at least one of a baseboard, mid-plane,
backplane or mezzanine board mounted therein and
including a plurality of slots; and

aplurality of micro-server modules, each including a con-
nector configured to mate with a mating connector on
one of the baseboard, mid-plane, backplane, or mezza-
nine board, each micro-server module further including
components and circuitry for implementing a plurality
of micro-servers, each micro-server including a proces-
sor sub-system coupled to a shared Network Interface
Controller (NIC) via a PCle (Peripheral Component
Interconnect Express) link, the shared NIC including at
least one Ethernet port and a shared PCle block includ-
ing a shared PCle interface having a first number of
lanes, each of the PCle links coupled to the shared PCle
interface and having a number of lanes that is less than
the first number of lanes,

wherein the shared PCle block comprises a multi-layer
interface including, for each PCle link, a PCle physical
(PHY) layer, a link layer, and a transaction layer, and
wherein the shared PCle block further includes a mul-
tiple lane PCle PHY layer and a multiplexer that is
configured to multiplex signals from the multiple lane
PCle PHY layer and a PCle PHY layer associated with
a PCle link to a link layer associated with the PCle link.

13. The micro-server system of claim 12, wherein each of
the PCle links employs a single lane.

14. The micro-server system of claim 12, further compris-
ing at least one Ethernet switch module having a connector
configured to mate with a mating connector on one of the
baseboard, mid-plane, backplane, or mezzanine board.

15. The micro-server system of claim 12, wherein the
shared NIC for at least one of the plurality of micro-server
modules includes at least two Ethernet ports and is further
configured to support an Ethernet switching function.

16. The micro-server system of claim 12, wherein the
shared NIC for at least one of the plurality of micro-server
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modules includes at least two Ethernet ports and is further
configured to support a distributed switching function.

17. The micro-server system of claim 16, wherein the dis-
tributed switching function includes logic for determining
whether a packet received at a first Ethernet port is destined
for one of the plurality of micro-servers on a micro-server
module, and if it is not, forwarding the packet out of a second
Ethernet port.

18. The micro-server system of claim 16, wherein the sys-
tem is configured to support at least one of a ring, torus, and
3D torus distributed switching scheme.

19. A shared Network Interface Controller (NIC), compris-
ing:
a PCle block including a shared PCle interface having a

first number of lanes;

a plurality of Ethernet ports; and

shared NIC logic, configured, upon operation of the shared

NIC, to enable shared access to the plurality of Ethernet
ports for components linked in communication with the
shared NIC via a plurality of PCle links coupled to the
shared PCle interface, each of the PCle links having a
number oflanes that is less than the first number oflanes,
wherein the shared PCle block comprises a multi-layer
interface including, for each PCle link, a PCle physical
(PHY) layer, a link layer, and a transaction layer, and
wherein the shared PCle block further includes a mul-
tiple lane PCle PHY layer and a multiplexer that is
configured to multiplex signals from the multiple lane
PCle PHY layer and a PCle PHY layer associated with
a PCle link to a link layer associated with the PCle link.

20. The shared NIC of claim 19, wherein at least one of the
PCle links employs a single lane.

21. The shared NIC of claim 19, wherein each of the PCle
links employs a single lane.

22. The shared NIC of claim 19, further comprising logic
configured to implement a Virtual Ethernet Bridge.

23. The shared NIC of claim 19, wherein the shared NIC
includes at least two Ethernet ports and is further configured
to support a distributed switching function.

24. The shared NIC of claim 23, wherein the distributed
switching function includes logic for determining whether a
packet received at a first Ethernet port is destined for one of
the components, and if it is not, forwarding the packet out of
a second Ethernet port.

25. A shared Network Interface Controller (NIC), compris-
ing:

a PCle block including a shared PCle interface having a

first number of lanes;

a plurality of Ethernet ports; and
shared NIC logic, configured, upon operation of the shared
NIC, to enable shared access to the plurality of Ethernet ports
for components linked in communication with the shared
NIC via a plurality of PCle links coupled to the shared PCle
interface, each of the PCle links having a number of lanes that
is less than the first number of lanes,

wherein the shared PCle block comprises a multi-layer

interface including, for each PCle link, a PCle physical
(PHY) layer, a link layer, and a transaction layer, and
wherein the multi-layer interface further comprises a
PCI link to function mapping layer and a PCle function
layer including a plurality of PCle functions.

26. The shared NIC of claim 25, wherein the multi-layer
interface further comprises shared NIC logic layer configured
to share access between PCle functions and Ethernet func-
tions provided by the shared NIC.

#* #* #* #* #*



